Integrated discussions of the multi-valency of objects and the use and appropriation of natural resources in colonial contexts are uncommon. By combining previously scattered historical, legal, and ethnographic sources, this paper examines Aboriginal weir construction along an Australian river, focusing on the repeated re-purposing, re-contextualisation and reinterpretation of the Roper River weirs over time by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal protagonists. Through that process, it contributes novel insights to contemporary theoretical debates about intercultural colonial relations and about the relative autonomy of indigenous peoples within colonising societies. In particular, the paper highlights the historical evolution of constraints on local autonomy in colonial contexts and on individual agency in constituting and/or reconfiguring intercultural relations. Previously little known, these temporary water regulation structures are now the best historically documented instance of Aboriginal water management on the Australian continent, enabling a diverse array of interpretations and critical evaluation of key contemporary social theoretical concepts.
Introduction
A productive avenue of recent research has involved analyses of the meanings and values assigned to landscapes (Bender 1993; Bird Rose 1996; Strang 1997) and to material elements within those landscapes, particularly water (Barber 2005; Barber and Jackson 2011; Morphy and Morphy 2006; Strang 2004; Strang 2005; Strang 2009 ). Such analyses of multiple meanings overlap with studies examining the multi-valency of both objects and However, the recent popularity and apparent utility of the intercultural has also been accompanied by some critique of its applicability and implications for related Aboriginal contexts and for contemporary government policy (Morphy and Morphy 2013a; Morphy and Morphy 2013b). Morphy and Morphy describe the continuing independent trajectory of Aboriginal life for people in Arnhem Land and suggest that the 'intercultural' was found theoretically and politically wanting when a set of more intrusive and interventionist government policies known as the Intervention was initiated by the Australian Federal government (Altman and Hinkson 2007) . Morphy and Morphy follow earlier French theorists (Althusser 1969; Godelier 1977) , proffering 'relative autonomy' as a necessary apposition that provides a stronger basis for analysing both the historical process of Aboriginal peoples' incorporation by the Australian state and the ongoing durability of Aboriginal agency, social relations and systems of value within that process. The autonomy suggested by such durability is real, but must nevertheless be qualified or relativised because "adjacent societies that interact over periods of time inevitably influence each other" (Morphy and Morphy 2013a:178) and these influences then have their own internal ramifications. From this perspective, a truly effective understanding of (intercultural) relationality is primarily founded on close attention to the differences brought to that relationship by the respective parties (Morphy 2013b:639) . In the context of our case study, relative autonomy appears particularly productive in concentrating analytical attention on the way in which local Aboriginal people continued weir construction despite encountering resistance from colonising forces, yet also that this apparent autonomy was subject to a range of constraints -the location, frequency, and justification for the weirs varied based on the colonial context.
Our case study in the upper Roper is geographically adjacent to both Katherine and Arnhem
Land and in some respects lies between those regions in terms of its historical and cultural trajectory, so it is perhaps unsurprising that formulations derived from both of these contexts appear useful. In what follows, we do not attempt to provide a full account of either Published in 2014 in the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 20: 670-693. intercultural relations or relative Aboriginal autonomy in the area. Rather, we focus on how the history and multiple interpretations of the weirs reflect the relative strengths of two different social theoretical formulations and the potential for interactions and interdependencies between them. The intercultural is useful in foregrounding both the diverse purposes and meanings assigned to the structures and the unusual degree of collaboration between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in weir construction and subsequent justification. Yet the existence of such collaboration is also suggestive of the degree to which intercultural relations are themselves both a product of individual and collective autonomy and may be undertaken with the maintenance of that autonomy as a major goal. In colonial contexts, assertions of autonomy and legitimacy are often intimately tied to claims to the ownership and ongoing management control of natural resources, and it is claims to water that are the major focus here. Therefore, before presenting the case, it is useful to note some key aspects of the wider context for water ownership and management by indigenous peoples, particularly those in Australia.
Permanent water is crucial to all human settlement, and in colonial processes, water sources were often sites of major conflict as well as more subtle forms of exclusion and appropriation.
In recent decades, there has been increasing scholarly interest in the impact of water development processes on indigenous and local communities, largely because the transfer of water rights has been the major driver in neoliberal global water governance transformations (Bruns and Meinzen-Dick 2005) . International studies document the difficulties experienced by indigenous and local communities as they attempt to have their rights to assert control of their waterscapes recognized in the face of rapidly changing water governance institutions (Boelens, et al. 2011; Johnston, et al. 2012; World Water Council 2003) .
The way in which contemporary Australia is positioned in this struggle for control of water, and is therefore subject to varying colonial, postcolonial, neoliberal and/or neocolonial influences (Loomba 2005 and as agents of environmental change (Flannery 2002; Gammage 2011) . These debates span a range of disciplinary fields beyond anthropology, notably archaeology, human ecology, and environmental history, and in the Australian case are also implicated in older anthropological and wider public controversies about the existence of Aboriginal territoriality, the myth of the 'noble savage', and through them, the justification for British colonisation.
Archaeological and historical evidence for Aboriginal manipulation of water flows has been located elsewhere in Australia (Humphries 2007; Lourandos 1980; McNiven and Bell 2010) , but the Roper now represents a major and distinctive new instance with an extensive degree of historical and legal documentation and the potential for long-term, landscape-scale effects.
These effects would require further research to understand (and any further account of them would necessarily contain an element of speculation), but our focus on historical and cultural interpretation in this paper should not diminish the potentially significant archaeological and human ecological implications of the Roper weirs.
Study site, methods and sources
The monsoonal climate of tropical northern Australia results in a highly variable pattern of river flow: water is abundant in the wet season, but scarce during the mid-late dry season when many rivers shrink to non-flowing pools. Therefore, permanent aquifer-fed rivers such as the Roper (Figure 1 ) are of considerable ecological and social significance (Pusey 2011).
The particularly flat topography of the upper Roper causes the river to braid into smaller channels that are relatively easy for Aboriginal people to temporarily block with small obstructions. The weirs consisted of a framework of wooden poles driven into the mud of the riverbed and then lined with paperbark. They were built in the middle of the tropical dry season, largely to sustain shallow lagoons during the water-scarce late dry season, but also to saturate the soil and divert the river flow down alternative channels. When used appropriately, the result was a significant increase the amount of aquatic and associated riparian habitat available. The primary Aboriginal language groups in the focal area (Fig 2) (Merlan 1978) , hunting remains an important supplement to purchased food.
Elsey Station was the setting for a highly successful early pastoral memoir, 'We of the Never Never' (Gunn 2003 (Gunn [1908 ) that embedded the area and its inhabitants in the national consciousness. Now in Aboriginal hands as a consequence of a land rights and restitution scheme, the station is approximately 7,500 km 2 in its present configuration, but in the past it was much larger, incorporating downstream stations as well as what are now Mataranka and the Elsey National Park. It was first stocked in the 1880s (Merlan 1978) and the national profile derived from Gunn's memoir has been further augmented by newspaper articles, books, films, national museum exhibits, and a royal visit.
The research data was obtained through a combination of archival searches, field interviews, and participant observation. Seniority, knowledge of the country, a long term residential history, and/or a recent profile in speaking about water issues were the primary criteria for research participation, and 18 Aboriginal people and one non-Aboriginal former pastoralist were formally interviewed across 5 separate field trips. The rich archival sources included several published accounts: Gunn (2003 Gunn ( [1908 (Merlan 1978; Merlan 1981; Merlan 1982; Merlan 1987) and land claim reports (Commonwealth of Australia 1990; Commonwealth of Australia 1997) .
Results

Chronological outline
The significant actors in the weir story are listed in Merlan (1996) and was retold to the authors in 2011.
1990s, and in 2010 the weirs were revived again by Aboriginal leaders on Elsey for a new purpose, erosion control.
In presenting and analysing the weir material, we retain some of the above chronological structure, particularly in the material following the 1946 court case, but prioritise the presentation of multiple purposes and interpretations, each headlined by a relevant phrase.
Key documents from the 1946 case include letters between Thonemann and his legal counsel, interviews with Aboriginal people (including Elsey Dick, owner of the area and a key constructor of the weirs), and excerpts from the court transcript and the judgement from the judge, Justice Wells. It is crucial to note the empirical significance of this newly located material, particularly the interviews and testimony of Aboriginal people. The colonial frontier in this part of Australia is the late 19 th century, meaning that senior people speaking during the 1930s were effectively only a generation removed from pre-colonial times, something they make clear in statements legitimating the ancestry of the weir building practice. Some of the interpretations are from documents from the period, some are retrospective, either in written accounts or in comments from living research participants, and they come from both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal protagonists in the story. As a combined set, they represent the most detailed and extensive historical and legal evidence yet found about an instance of pre-colonial Aboriginal water management that endured long after initial colonisation.
'Ensuring a plentiful larder': weirs as a subsistence strategy
The first interpretation of the weirs relates to their original purpose -providing food for the Aboriginal inhabitants of the area. The most important site for the weirs in the early colonial period was near Red Lily Lagoon ( Figure 3 ) and the earliest historical source, Gunn's 1908 memoir, describes the lagoons as 'wide-spreading and shallow -great sheets of water with tall reeds and rushes about them' (Gunn 2003 (Gunn [1908 : 100-101). Importantly, Gunn also notes how underlying rock formations make a 'duck under', a place where the river bed rises to be sufficiently shallow that a weir diversion can be created with relatively small amounts of labour:
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Being so shallow and wide-spreading, the lagoons would dry up early in the "dry" were it not that the blacks are able to refill them at will from the river; for here the Roper indulges in a third "duck-under," so curious that with a few logs and sheets of bark the blacks can block the way of its waters and overflow them into the lagoons thereby ensuring a plentiful larder to hosts of wild fowl and, incidentally, to themselves. (Gunn 2003 (Gunn [1908 : 100-101)
The emphasis on the weirs as a subsistence strategy was reconfirmed in later accounts from Nurniyn's version of the weir story describes Elsey Dick as damming the river 'on behalf of Elsey Station' and that he 'was asked to do this by station manager Harold Giles, both to provide water in these places for the cattle, and to prevent them from bogging along the main river' (Merlan 1996: 45-47 Recent local accounts of the practice that emphasised the pastoral purpose of the weirs and Giles' role in them clearly influenced Merlan's own interpretation of the structures. The potential divergences from the archival record raise complex questions of local memory and history that bear considerable further investigation (Merlan 1978; Morphy and Morphy 1984) .
However, what is important to note here for current purposes is that a demonstrably autonomous Aboriginal tradition had now been re-purposed and reinterpreted as a colonial The evidence shows that the practice of damming the river by the natives for their own purposes had been going on for many years; that it was, in fact, an "old fellow black fellow" custom, or, to put it in legal terms, had been in existence from time immemorial. you took our country from us and now you stop our keeping water where we want it, so that we can get plenty of food easily. We try to make the best use of our water and our country, but you keep stopping us, saying: 'White man's laws will not allow it.' We think it is time you changed your laws when they interfere with our freedom to live our own way. However, the ways in which that tradition was made manifest over time also highlights the constraints on autonomy, the degree to which it is relative to its context. Even when colonial conditions were at their most favourable from an Aboriginal perspective, the arrival of the pastoral industry necessitated substantial changes in Aboriginal residential and working lives (Curthoys 1987; Rose 1991; Stevens 1974; Strang 1997) . As Thonemann made clear, the
Aboriginal weir constructors on Elsey Station prior to 1945 had to await pastoralist permission before acting, and from 1938 were subject to both government permit processes and to police interventions. Elsey Dick was clearly the most vocal and important Aboriginal spokesperson for the practice, yet was omitted from the most significant colonial forum in which it was debated and then subsequently outlawed. The continuation of weir building relied on it being both geographically relocated to Moroak, where a cooperative pastoralist was resident, and undertaken quietly out of sight of the relevant authorities. After activity on Moroak ceased, a substantial thirty year hiatus occurred before the practice was reinstituted on Elsey, a gap that reflected a lower level of physical engagement with the surrounding landscape by local Aboriginal people during that period due to a combination of factorsreduced pastoral employment, reduced land access, reduced reliance on subsistence as government income support increased, and changing social and demographic conditions.
The most recent instance of the weirs relied upon the removal of some of the existing constraints, notably the return of ownership of the current Elsey area to Aboriginal hands and the formal resourcing of Aboriginal land management. If the continuation of weir construction reflects the durability of autonomous Aboriginal practice, the various manifestations of that practice shows the relativity of that autonomy -the degree to which it was and is shaped, constrained and enabled by ongoing historical circumstances.
Based on the core word from which the intercultural originates, it seems safe to assume that it emphasises the analytical importance of interaction at the level of cultural collectivities, in historically, legally and ethnographically documented instance of Aboriginal water diversion yet found. The story of their construction is a multifaceted one involving Aboriginal autonomy and tradition, colonial dispossession and resistance, and (perhaps most unusually)
intercultural collaboration, and they emerge as physically simple but socio-historically complex constructions, at times asserted as ancient and 'immemorial' tradition, at times represented as encapsulated and exhausted by a combination of pastoral utility and recent memory. Our analysis uses this powerful empirical example to interrogate two different concepts in current theoretical debates -the intercultural and relative autonomy -and in doing so, extends thinking about the relationships and dependencies that characterise them.
The Roper weirs sustain all of these readings and more -the paperbark and trunks in the river provided fertile terrain for the people, animals and plants of the upper Roper, but they also provide fertile terrain for interrogating theorisations of colonisation and its resistances throughout the twentieth century and beyond.
3 The obstructions are usually described as 'dams' in the historical material but 'weir' (the term adopted here) is probably more accurate, as their construction allowed some water to flow through, over and around them.
